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IS FEMALE TO MALE AS NATURE IS TO
It is ironic that the rationale for boys' initiation rites in many cultures is that the boys must be purged of the defilement accrued from being around mother and other women so much of the time, when in fact it might be the case that some of the women's defilement derives from being around children so much of the time.
The second major problematic implication of women's close association with the domestic ambiance derives from certain structural conflicts between the family and the society at large in any social system. Thus the pattern replicates that in the area of socialization--women perform lower-level conversions from nature to cutture, but when the culture dcatinguishes a higher level ot the same tunctions, the higher level is restricted to men. In short, we can see once again the source of woman's appearing more intermediate than men with respect to the nature/culture dichotomy. A member of culture, yet appearing to have stronger and more direct connections with nature, she is seen as something in between the two categories.
The notion that women have not only a different body and a different social locus from men, but also a different psychic structure, is most controversial. I would like to argue that she probably does have a different psychic structure, but I will draw heavily on a paper by Chodorow which argues convincingly that that psychic structure is not innate, but rather is generated by the facts of the probably universal female socialization experience.
Nonetheless, my point is that,
if we grant such a thing as the (non-innate) feminine psyche, that psyche has certain characteristics that would tend to reinforce the cultural view of woman as closer to nature. It is important that we specify that aspect of the feminine psyche which is really the dominant and universal aspect. If we say emotionality or irrationality, we come up against those traditions in various parts of the world in which women functionally are, and are seen as, more practical, pragmatic, and this-worldly than the men. The relevant, non-ethnocentric dimension seems to be that of relative concreteness vq. relative abs+-ractness-the (nD-ijrnate) feminine personality tends to get involved with concrete Ultimately, of course, it must be stressed that the whole scheme is a construe of culture rather than a given of nature.
Woman is not "in reality" any closer to (nor farther from) nature than man-both have consciousness, both are mortal. But there are certainly reasons why she appears to be that way.
The result is a vicious circle: various aspects of woman's situation (physical, social, psychological) lead to her being seen as "closer to nature," while the view of her as closer to nature is embodied in institutional forms that regenerate her situation. The implications for social change are similiarly circular: a different cultural view can grow onl, out of a different social actuality, a different social actuality can grow only out of a different cultural view. Women cannot change their bodies.
But it seems unlikely that the physiological different between men and women would be adequate to motivate the devalued view of women were that view not lent further weight by the social and psychological variables discussed above.
While I am not prepared to put forth a detailed program of social and cultural renovation, it seems clear that the way out of the circle involves society's allowing women to participate in, and women's actively appropriating, the fullest range of social roles and activities available within the culture.
Men and women can, and must, be equally involved in projects of creativity and transcendence. Only then will women easily be seen as aligned with culture, in culture's ongoing dialectic with nature.
